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PROLOGUE 


All movies start from the same point. A writer or 
director asks, ‘“‘What if. . .?” 

Think of the monster movies you’ve seen. Perhaps 
you’ve shivered as King Kong and Godzilla tore up a 
city or two. These films started with our basic ques- 
tion. Someone asked, ‘‘What if this giant creature 
existed? And what if it were turned loose?” 

The scriptwriters have to imagine how such a huge 
creature could exist. Sometimes nature creates them. 
But it’s often a scientist who triggers their terrifying 
growth. Then the hero and heroine must risk their 
lives to defeat the monster. 

In 1955, some movie makers at Universal- 
International played a game of, ‘“‘What if .. .?”” This 
time, they wondered what would happen if a giant 
spider got loose in the Arizona desert. How big was 
this spider? Well, a tarantula is already bigger than 
other spiders. And when it starts growing... 


1. 
A STRANGE DEATH 
IN THE DESERT 


The desert was baking under a hot Arizona sun. 
The land lay silent and seemed lifeless in the scorch- 
ing heat. 

But something was moving across the yellow 
sand. A man stumbled down a rocky hill. He walked 


Oe 


out. He was a young man, lean and b 
: from the 
desert q j i eae ae 
ek sun. He had just delivered twins at a distant 
Matt got into his car and drove i 
ve into town. He 
parked in front of the town hotel, where he had his 
office. Josh, the desk clerk, met him. 
The sheriff's been calling you every few minutes 
Doc,” Josh said. “‘He’s half out of his mind.” 
Matt asked Josh to get the sheriff on the phone 
The call came through quickly. 
“T need to see you right awa « i 
y, Doc,” Sheriff Jack 
Andrews said. His usuall ] i 
Se y calm voice sounded 
Matt walked quickly to the sheriff’s office. 
Sheriff Andrews came right to the point. 


as though he were drunk. Then he tripped and fell 
face down in the sand. He gasped for breath in the 
hot, dry air. 

Finally, he staggered to his feet. He looked like a 
broken, badly-made doll. His head seemed too big, 
like a balloon about to burst. The eyes were half- 
closed in a face that was no longer human. 

Soon the man was moving again. He walked with 
strange, jerky steps. When he came to the road, he 
fella second time. He moaned once and then lay still. 
Overhead, hungry vultures circled. Their keen eyes 
watched the man’s swollen body. They waited for 
him to die. 

Late that afternoon, a small plane landed at 
Desert Rock Airport. Dr. Matt Hastings climbed 


DESERT ROCK AIRPORT 
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Dr. Matt Hastings returns to Desert Rock Airport. 


““A man was found dead on the Phoenix high- 
way,” the sheriff said. “I think it’s Eric Jacobs — the 
scientist who works with Professor Deemer. But 
maybe it isn’t him. You better take a look.” 

Matt was puzzled as he followed Sheriff Andrews 
to the funeral home. What was so strange about this 
dead man? 

Matt looked at the twisted, swollen body and 
shook his head. “‘That’s not Jacobs,” he said. “I met 
him a couple of years ago. He was fine then. This 
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Matt, Professor Deemer, and the Sheriff examine Jacob’s body. 


ae es a terrible disease called acromegaly. It takes 
ore than two year i i 
pee years for the disease to develop this 
is Just then Professor Deemer rushed into the room 
eemer was a small, thin man. His eyes always 
seemed to be staring off into the future. 
mata all right,’’ Deemer said. “I’ve known 
or thirty years. And I’ve been I im di 
Mie eee é watching him die 


“This man had acromegaly,” Matt broke in. 


“First a gland goes haywire. Then the face, chest, 
and hands start growing out of control. But acrome- 
galy takes years to get this far. The sheriff says that 
he saw Jacobs just a few months ago and he was 
fine!” 

“It’s acromegaly, just the same,” Deemer said 
quietly. “Perhaps Jacobs had been ill for years with- 
out knowing it. I know that he started getting terri- 
ble pains just four days ago. Last night he went out 
of his mind. He ran out into the desert.” Deemer 
turned to leave. “I'll take care of the funeral costs. 
Thanks for calling me.” 

Sheriff Andrews stopped him. “‘Let’s have the doc 
check out the body, just to be sure.” 

Deemer waved his protests aside. “‘No, that won't 
be necessary.” He left before Matt could say any- 
thing. id 

The professor’s sudden exit made Matt suspi- 
cious. ‘Jacobs didn’t have acromegaly!” he said 
angrily. 

The sheriff shrugged. ‘“‘A young fellow like you 
can’t argue against the professor. You just hate to 
admit you’re wrong.” 

“We all make mistakes,” Matt replied. “But I 
didn’t make one this time!” 
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Returning home, Professor Deemer goes back to work on his 
7 
experiments. 
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2. 
THE TARANTULA ESCAPES 


i 


Professor Deemer drove back to his desert labora- 


tory. The t o-sto h 
Me 
W I ouse and lab were located far 


When Deemer got home, he went right to work. 
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The giant animals, created by Deemer's special fluid, watch as he The most amazing creation is Deemer’s giant tarantul 
rantula. 


studies their growth charts. 
He put on rubber gloves and filled a syringe with a Deemer’s hand from the second cage. D idn’ 
special fluid. Then he crossed the room to a row of touch the third cage. Inside haat Sie eae : 
: , e glas 
glass cages. ‘ a huge desert tarantula. The spider was a Ae he 
pony. igasa 


A prairie dog lay asleep in the first cage. It was five 


times the usual size. A giant rooster pecked at A second man slipped quietly into the lab. H 
ab. He was 
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Bayard Lund sneaks up on Deemer. 
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Bayard Lund, Deemer’s other assistant. Lund 
looked like the dead man in the desert. His features 
were twisted like a Halloween mask. Lund blamed 
Deemer for his illness. 

As the professor worked, Lund grabbed the older 
man with his huge, paw-like hands. Deemer broke 
loose. Lund picked up a stool and threw it at the 
Professor. The stool missed Deemer, but hit the 
tarantula’s cage. The glass broke. No one saw the 
large spider as it crept silently out of the room. 

A blind fury swept over Lund. He threw a glass jar 
at Deemer. The jar hit the electric panel behind the 
cages. Liquid spilled and caught fire as the wires 
shorted out in a shower of sparks. Then Lund caught 
Deemer and slammed him into the wall. 

While Deemer lay unconscious, Lund picked up 
the syringe the professor had been holding. His face 
filled with hate. He used the sharp needle to inject 
the fluid into the older man’s arm. Then he headed 
for the door, moving in slow, painful steps. Sud- 

denly, he fell over. 

Deemer came to a few seconds later. He picked up 
a hose and put out the fire. Then he saw Lund’s 
body. Beside it was the empty syringe. Lund was 
dead. Deemer knew he couldn’t explain this second 
death to the sheriff. He buried his assistant in the 
desert. Then he went back to clean up his lab. 

The next day, Matt was talking to the sheriff about 
Jacobs. Matt had been reading up on acromegaly. 


LS 


“There isn’t one case in medical history where the 
disease developed in four days,” he pce Why 
wouldn’t Deemer let us check out the body? n 

Matt didn’t stop there. “Also, Deemer and Jacobs 
are famous doctors. Why are they living twenty 
miles out in the desert?”’ he asked. ‘Are they trying 

ide something?” 
eae ante tugged at his ear. “Do you Ce 
what they’re doing ties in with what killed Jacobs? 

Matt was about to answer when Joe Burch burs 
into the room. Burch ran the Desert Rock pe 
paper. ‘““How can I put outa paper when you rae 
tell me the news?” he demanded. “‘I learned abou 

cident.” 

te hes men talked about the strange death. 
Burch decided to visit Deemer. There might be 
story for his newspaper ee He wanted to as 

work Jacobs was doing. 
SS ee Burch leave. He said, Old Joe will 
ask Deemer a ton of questions. Maybe he ll find out 
what’s going on out there in the desert. 
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3. 
A NEW ASSISTANT SIGNS 
ON AT THE LAB 


The next day was quiet in Desert Rock. Josh 
leaned on the front desk at the hotel. He was admir- 
ing Stephanie Clayton as she entered the lobby of the 
hotel. He liked people who carried their own bags. 
Better yet, this person was young and pretty. 

“How can I get out to the Deemer place?’’ Steph- 
anie asked. 

“Sorry, miss,”’ Josh said, “‘you can’t, not today. 
The last bus left at noon. And Jasper’s gone out to 
the Bar-6 ranch with his cab. You'll Just have to sit 
and — no, hold on. Maybe the doc will help you.” 

" Josh yelled at Matt as he came out of his office. 
“Hey, Doc, you’re going out to the Deemer place, 
aren’t you?” 

“Just leaving,” Matt said. 

Josh pointed at Stephanie. “Can you take her with 
you?” 

Matt looked at the pretty young woman. He liked 
her at once. “I'll be happy to drive you,” he said. 

Matt pointed the car toward Deemer’s laboratory. 
As they drove, Stephanie told him about herself. 
“I’m Stephanie Clayton — but everyone calls me 
‘Steve,’”’ she said. “I'ma biology student. Professor 
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Jacobs offered me a summer job. I’ll be doing lab 
work, cooking, writing reports, and so on.” 

Matt looked uneasy. “How well did you know 
Eric Jacobs?” he asked. 

“Tye never met him,”’ Steve said. “Why do you 
ask?” 

Matt knew he had to tell her. “‘Jacobs died yester- 
day,” he said. “He had a disease called acromegaly.” 

Shock showed in Steve’s face. “‘Isn’t that a rare 
disease?” she asked. ‘‘Are you sure it was acromeg- 
aly?” 
“No, I’m not sure at all,” Matt said. Before she 
could ask him what he meant, he pulled up in front 


of Deemer’s lab. 
Matt took Steve inside the lab. He told Professor 


Deemer about Steve’s job. 

Deemer snapped his fingers. “Oh, yes! Eric told 
me she was coming.” He looked at Steve. “I don’t 
know if you'll want to stay. With Eric gone, I’m all 
alone here —” 

Steve broke in. “I’m sure I can be of help. That is, 
if you’re going to go on with your work.” 

Deemer’s voice rose. He was almost shouting. 
“Oh, yes, I'll go on. Nothing will stop me!” 

Steve was used to scientists who shouted. “Then 
it’s all set,” she said. “But isn’t Bayard Lund work- 
ing with you? I heard at school that he was out here.” 

The name broughta guilty look to Deemer’s face. 
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'. Deemer leads Matt and Steve into his lab. 


ee neers quickly. “Bayard Lund? He’s not 
ny more. Come on, Mi 
you around.” ss Clayton. Let me show 
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Matt and Steve followed Deemer into the ae 
fire damage had been cleaned up. All traces 0 
i ith Lund were gone. } 
ye started talking about his work. u sh ne 
almost four billion people in the ae e ee 
“That number will double in fifty years. ee 
have enough food to feed everyone. That’s . ae 
trying to create a on fo es ma 
1 ter. I call it a ‘nutrient. f 
Bae his head. “How can you do that? he 
eats pointed to a small, lead-lined room. 
“There, behind that lead shield is a powerful ae 
pile,” he said. “Some scientists use the Se : 
people. I use its power to change my nutrient In 
Ne ° 
Se ee rang. Matt was needed back in tov: 
Ne left, he told Deemer that he cna 
think Jacobs died of acromegaly. To his ae 
professor agreed to let him check Jacobs . e 
“Thanks, Professor,” Matt said. As he ee 
looked at Steve. “Don’t forget to invite me back! 


told her. 
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A, 
A FAST-GROWING 
DESERT RAT 
ee 

Sheriff Andrews was waiting at the funeral home. 
Matt had just finished working on Jacobs’ body. 

“Tl give it to you straight, Sheriff,” Matt said. He 
wasn’t smiling. ““There’s nothing out of line. It was 
acromegaly. Just like Deemer said.” 

Andrews became angry. “How do you like that? 
You made Deemer sound like a murderer. Well, this 
case is closed. The next time I need a doctor, I'll call 
in one from Phoenix!” 

Matt started to speak, but the sheriff was already 
leaving. “I guess I can’t blame him,” Matt thought. 
“This case just doesn’t make sense.” 

Out in the desert lab, Steve was hard at work. She 
and Professor Deemer were wearing heavy aprons 
and plastic face masks. Steve was standing behind a 
lead shield. Using long metal tongs, she picked upa 
thick glass jar. Her job was to pour the liquid from 
the large jar into a smaller jar. 

Slowly, carefully, Steve moved the small jar intoa 
storage box. Deemer nodded and smiled. 

“You're getting good at this,” he said. “If you 
dropped that large jar, it would be all over. The 
whole lab would fill with deadly radioactivity.” 


PAL 
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The professor added a chemical to the nutrient to 
make it safe. Five minutes later, he gave the all-clear 
signal. They took off the heavy aprons and masks. 
The professor put a few drops of the nutrient into a 
test tube. He mixed it with water and then filled a 
syringe with the fluid. Steve brought him a baby 
desert rat. The tiny animal was no bigger than a 
peanut. 

Deemer gave the baby rat a shot of the fluid. Steve 
put it back in its cage. 

“How long will it be before we know if this batch 
works?” she asked. 

“Let me show you,” Deemer replied. He looked 
pleased with himself. ‘‘Take a look at this desert rat. 
How old would you say it is?” He pointed toa large, 
healthy rat. 

Steve guessed the rat was six weeks old. Professor 
Deemer told her to check the chart on the cage. 

“Six days?” she asked in surprise. 

Professor Deemer nodded proudly. Without 
thinking, he rubbed his arm. It was the arm that 
Bayard Lund had injected while Deemer was 
unconscious. 

“This fellow’s from the same lot as the one we just 
injected,” he said. “The difference is that he’s health- 
ier and stronger. We have to make sure the nutrient’s 
the same every time. Some mixes have killed the 
animals. We can’t use it on humans until it’s totally 
safe.” 
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Steve saw that it was time to catch the bus into 
town. She hurried out. Deemer stayed in the lab to 
work. Once again, the professor rubbed his arm. He 
didn’t notice his hands. If he eee would have seen 

ere beginning to swell. 
Mee eee or he would have shouted a 
warning. His illness had started in the same way. 


i 
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5. 
CAUGHT IN A ROCKSLIDE 


Matt was leaving the hardware store when he saw 
Steve. Her arms were full of packages. Matt felt his 
heart beat faster. 

“Carry your books, miss?” he asked. , 

Steve turned at the sound of his voice. ee t 
been walked to school in a long time,” she said with a 
smile. 

Matt took her packages. They walked to the town 

rk. 
ane are you getting along with Professor 
Deemer?” he asked. ' 
She laughed. ‘Half the time he doesn Uae I’m 
there. And the other half he’s worried I'll make a 


mistake.” 
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“He’s quite a guy,” Matt agreed. “And how is his 
nutrient coming along?” 

Steve’s face lit up. “It’s the most amazing thing 
I’ve ever seen! He has a desert rat that grew to full 
size in six days.” 

Matt thought about that. “If he ever used it on 
humans, we’d all be giants,” he said. 

Steve shook her head. “It’s not ready for humans! 
Sometimes the nutrient kills the animals.” She 
looked at her watch. “Hey! I'll miss my bus!” 

Matt offered her a ride. “I’m such a good doctor, 
no one ever gets sick here,” he said. ‘“‘Let’s go!” 

Steve enjoyed the ride. She loved to watch the 
changing colors of the desert. “Matt!” she said sud- 
denly. “Over there. I’ve never seen anything like 
that! Can we stop?” 

Matt pulled the car off the road. The flat-topped 
thountain known as Devil’s Rock rose high above 
them. 

Matt led her to the base of Devil’s Rock. The 
shade was cool after the hot sun. They enjoyed being 
alone together. 

“Now I know why you love the desert,’’ Steve 
said. “‘T’ll bet it looks lovely from the air.” 

“It’s like something left over from another age,” 
he said. “It’s quiet and peaceful. Yet it can also be 
stvangely evil. Like it’s hiding its secrets from us.” 

At the top of Devil’s Rock, a rock, as big as acar, 
slid closer to the edge. Inch by inch, the rock moved 


one 


forward. Matt and Steve were sitting directly below 
he cliff. 
When the rock reached the edge, it teetered sis 
moment. The motion caught Matt’s eye. He ae F 
danger and pulled Steve to her feet. The rock crashe 
down in a shower of dust and smaller stones. me 
Matt and Steve stumbled to safety just ahea e 
the falling rocks. They choked in the dust clou 
aised by the rockslide. ‘ ; 
: “What could have started that?”’ Steve asked. 
“Rocks stay in place for a thousand years, suet 
said. ‘‘Then they move, all of a sudden. There’s no 
to figure it out.” 
Oe ai car pulled away, other rocks ee 
down from the top of Devil’s Rock. A huge, ae 
brown creature was pushing me Bice ae 
er seen anything like this airy, eight- 
aie The creature was looking for prey under 


the rocks. 
It was Deemer’s tarantula, grown ten times larger! 
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6. 
SOMETHING'S EATING 
Taree 


Shaken and dusty, they drove on to the lab. Steve 
asked Matt to take a look at the desert rats. From his 
upstairs bedroom, Professor Deemer watched Matt’s 
car pull in. 

Steve hurried to the cage where the baby desert rat 
was kept. “‘Oh, Matt!” she yelled. “It was a baby this 
morning.” 

“It doubled in size in a few hours?” Matt asked. 
“It seems like a miracle.” He put his arm around her. 

Above them, Deemer was listening. The acrome- 
galy had reached his face. When the phone rang, he 
ducked out of sight. 

Steve called Matt to the phone. A child was illona 
nearby ranch. 

Matt looked at her. ‘“‘Why don’t you ask Deemer 
to invite me back? I’d like to discuss those giant 
animals with him,” he said. “Besides, it will give me 
a chance to see you again.” 

Steve agreed quickly. “I'll give you a call,” she 
said. 

Professor Deemer was waiting for her when she 
returned to the lab. Her smile faded quickly when he 
started yelling. 
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“My lab is not open to the public!” he said. “You 
broke my rules by bringing Dr. Hastings here. My 
research is private!” 

Steve didn’t know what to say. She turned to 
leave, but then she noticed Deemer’s face. “*Profes- 
sor,” she said, ‘‘your face —” 

“That’s enough!” Deemer cut her off. 

Tears ran down Steve’s cheeks. She hurried up to 
her room. 

Deemer looked in a mirror. The swollen look of 
his face made him feel sick. His nose and jaw seemed 
to grow as he watched. He thought of the empty 
syringe he’d found by Bayard Lund’s body. So Lund 
had injected him with his own nutrient! The idea 
made him shiver. Deemer realized that he was 
doomed. 

Out in the desert, Matt stopped at Devil’s Rock. 
The unusual rockslide still bothered him. The sheriff 
found him there. 

“Come with me,” Sheriff Andrews said. “Old 
Andy Andersen called, all excited. He said some- 
thing was eating his cattle.” 

“Do you trust me after that Jacobs business?” 
Matt asked. 

The sheriff laughed. “I’m not looking for medical 
advice — just company.” 

When they got to Andersen’s ranch, Andy led 
them to the edge of a hollow. The skeletons of three 
cows lay on the grass. The bones were picked clean. 
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Andersen, shows Matt and the Sheriff the bon 
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“No footprints, no blood, no signs of a fight,” 
Andersen said. “I never saw anything like it.” 

Matt found a pool of liquid near the bones. No 
one knew what it was or where it came from. 

“Pye ranched here for years,’”’ Andersen said. 
“This wasn’t done by wolves or mountain lions. If 
this killing keeps up, I'll be wiped out.” 

Darkness was falling as they left. “Keep your 
cattle rounded up. Watch them carefully tonight,” 
the sheriff said. 

The moon came up several hours later. All was 
quiet until something scared Andersen’s horses. The 
animals tried to jump over the corral fence. The old 
rancher ran to the corral. He had a rifle in his hand. 
At first, he couldn’t see anything. 

Then he sawit. The tarantula was creeping toward 
the corral. Andy’s skin crawled at the sight. It was 
huge, bigger than a two-story house! He raised his 
rifle and fired. The bullet didn’t bother the monster. 

The giant spider ran toward Andy on its eight 
hairy legs. Andy screamed. It was the last sound he 
ever made. 
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Matt is called in to investigat 
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MORE TROUBLE AT THE LAB 
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The next morning, Matt was called 
ning, | out again. Two 
men had been killed in a truck accident. The sheriff 


and two state police troopers were already there. So 
was Joe Burch, the newspaper owner. 


‘ 


‘e an accident. 


cin 


“Morning, Doc.” said one of the troopers. “The 
sheriff says you’ve seen something like this before.” 
He pointed at four sheep skeletons. The bones were 
picked clean. 

“T can’t figure it,”’ Sheriff Andrews said. ‘*No skid 
marks — the brakes work fine. It’s like something 
picked up that truck and threw it thirty feet off the 
road.” 

One of the troopers led Matt to some pools of 
liquid. “‘Take a look at this, Doc. It’s not gas or 
water,” he said. 

Matt got down to test the liquid. He sniffed it and 
shook his head. “You're right,”’ he said. He dipped 
his finger in the liquid. After one taste, he spit it out. 
The stuff burned his tongue. 

A trooper brought a bottle from his car. Matt 
collected a sample of the liquid” 

“That’s three times we’ve found it,” the sheriff 
said. 

“Three?”’ Matt looked confused. 

“That’s right,” the sheriff nodded. ‘“‘The pool you 
saw yesterday, this batch — and out at Andy’s ranch 
this morning. He was . . . just like the cattle and 
sheep. Andy’s wife found some of this liquid next to 
his bones.” 

Joe Burch walked back to the car with Matt. ‘This 
is one story I don’t know how to write,” he said. 

“Write it up as an accident,” Matt advised him. 
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Matt chec. 
that it’s insect venom! 
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“Don’t print this weird stuff 
} s rd stuff. You'll s 
out of its wits.” re ae 
Joe and the sheriff followed Matt back to his 
Ounce: Matt studied the liquid under his microscope 
I think it’s a type of insect venom,” he told them. 


: 


‘ks the liquid found at th 


e accident scene and finds out 


The newspaper man was impatient. “I’ve gone 
along with you so far,” Burch said. “But this is too 
much! No insect anywhere could make that much 
poison! I won’t swallow that.” ; 


Matt held up the liquid. “I wouldn’t swallow any 
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Deemer’s twisted hand grabs the telephone from Steve. 


of this!’’ he warned. ‘“‘Anyway, let’s get someone else 
to check it. I'll try Professor Deemer.” 

Steve answered Matt’s phone call. ‘Professor 
Deemer is really sick. Something’s wrong with his 
face and hands.” Steve didn’t hear the professor as 
he entered the room. Suddenly, his twisted hand 
grabbed the phone. 

Matt heard her scream before the phone went 
dead. He ran to his car and slammed it into gear. 

Steve was waiting for him on the porch. “I’m all 

ae. a 
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right,” she said. “But the professor can’t breathe!” 
Deemer was sitting at a lab table. His head ve 
buried in his arms. When Matt saw his face and 
hands, he sent Steve for water. Then he got ready to 
give Deemer some sleeping pills. He knew there was 
nothing he could do to cure Deemer’s acromegal 
The professor waved him away. “I don’t a 
es ec said. “Let me Stay awake so I can tell 
€ whole story.” His voi 
cee a a voice was weak. He had to 
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ly. He no longer looked human. 


well t. . 


Stee’ ei ee © a 


8. 
A CRUEL AND 
EADLY ENEMY 


Matt helped Professor Deemer sit up. The scien- 
tist’s face no longer looked human. 

“Start with Jacobs,” Matt told him. “He was the 
beginning.” 

“Eric Jacobs had been working on this nutrient 
for years,’ Deemer said. “He was in a hurry. So he 
decided to take a risk. He knew the nutrient some- 
times failed on animals. But he thought it might 
work with humans.” 

Deemer took a drink of water. The glass shook in 
his hand. “One day when I was away,” he went on, 
“Jacobs talked Bayard Lund into helping him. They 
tested the nutrient on Jacobs first. Later, they must 
have tried it on Lund. Soon after Eric died, Lund 
went crazy. He knocked me out and gave me a shot 
of the nutrient. It works on rats, as youcan see. Butit 
causes acromegaly in humans.” 

Deemer gasped asa sharp pain hit him. “I’ve tried 
to carry on in the little time I have left,” he said. He 
fought against the pain. “Ah, you should have seen 
the animals before the fire. There was even a taran- 
tula, as big as a small cow.” 

“What happened to the tarantula?” Matt de- 
manded. : 
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“Burned —all burned,’’ Deemer said weakly. His 
eyes closed. Matt carried him upstairs and put him to 
bed. 

Matt gave Steve some pills to ease the professor’s 
pain. She was surprised to see him getting ready to 
leave. 

“You're going?” she asked. 

“I may be on a wild goose chase,” he explained. 
“But I have to check into this tarantula business.” 

Matt flew to the state college that same afternoon. 
He went to see Dr. Townsend. The professor was an 
expert on insects. Townsend quickly agreed that the 
strange liquid was an insect venom — from a 
tarantula! 

“But where did you get all that poison? There’s 
more venom in that jar than you'll find ina hundred 
tarantulas,’’ Townsend protested. 

Matt told him that he’d seen gallons of the venom. 
Townsend thought he was telling a tall tale. 

The professor showed Matt a film about tarantu- 
las. The largest Arizona tarantula was only about 
four inches across, including the legs. In Central 
America, they sometimes grew to a foot or more in 
size. Tarantulas kill their prey with venom, the film 
said. Then they eat the flesh. The venom usually isn’t 
strong enough to harm people. It’s more like a bad 
bee sting. : 

“The film makes them sound like pets,” Matt 
commented. 
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“No, not pets,” Townsend replied. “But they’re 

part of the world around us. They have a purpose in 
nature.” 
“What would happen if their size was greatly 
increased?” Matt asked. He spoke slowly, making 
each word count. ‘‘And what if a giant tarantula 
were turned loose in our world?” 

Professor Townsend thought for a moment. “If 
that happens,” he said at last, “we'll be in big trou- 
ble. The world will be facing the cruelest and dead- 
liest enemy it’s ever known!” 
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Jeb and Ed, two miners, were sitting in front of 
their tent that night. In the distance, sparks lit up the 
sky. The two old miners enjoyed the sight. They 
didn’t know the sparks came from electric lines 
being broken by the tarantula. 

“By gosh, that heat lightning is getting awfully 
close,”’ Jeb said with a nervous laugh. 

They heard a crashing noise not far away. When 
they looked to see what caused it, they saw the 
tarantula. It crawled swiftly toward them. 
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The miners scrambled for safety. Jeb tripped and 
fell. Ed went back to help him. The tarantula came 
directly for them. The men ran again, but it was too 
late. A hairy leg as big as a tall tree blocked their 
path. Then a huge mouth opened and silenced their 
last screams. 

Matt returned to Desert Rock Airport about the 
same time. He phoned Sheriff Andrews. He told the 
sheriff to hand out rifles to every man in town. 

Sheriff Andrews didn’t know what to believe. 
“Have you been drinking?” he asked. 

“No!”? Matt yelled. ““You’ve got to believe me. 
And call out the state police. Meet me at the Deemer 
place.” Matt hung up after the sheriff agreed. 

At Deemer’s lab, Steve was working at her desk. 
She went to the window to pull the curtain closed. 
One huge black tarantula eye was looking in the 
window! Steve screamed. 

The house began to shake as the giant spider 
brushed against it. Plaster fell from the ceiling. Pro- 
fessor Deemer was thrown out of bed, only half 
awake. A hairy claw, the size of a steam shovel, 
broke through the wall. It caught the professor and 
pulled him outside. 

Steve raced down the stairs. She could barely keep 
her balance. The house rocked back and forth. 

Matt drove up just as Steve stumbled out of the 
house. She ran into his arms. Above them the taran- 
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tula was finishing its meal. It crushed the house, 
looking for more food. e 

Matt pushed Steve into the car. He raced the 
motor and turned toward town. The tarantula 
chased after them. 

A look in his mirror showed Matt the danger. He 
pushed the car up to seventy-five miles an hour. The 
tarantula was moving along almost as fast! Ahead, 
Matt saw the flashing red lights of two police cars. 

Matt met the police with the tarantula only a half 
mile behind. The men saw the monster spider for the 
first time. Their faces turned white with fear. 

“Tf the tarantula follows the highway, it will run 
right into Desert Rock!”’ Steve shouted. “‘It can de- 
stroy the whole town!” 


42 


One of the state troopers i: . 5 
tarantula. pers is about to be scooped up by the giant 
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The sheriff pointed out the danger to Lt. Nolan. 
Nolan was in charge of the state police in the area. 
Nolan shoved Matt and Steve into one of the police 
cars. Then he turned to his two troopers. 

“Use your machine guns on that overgrown 
spider!” Nolan ordered. ‘“You’ve got to slow it 
down. I'll get the people out of Desert Rock while 
there’s still time.”” He jumped into the car and left 
with the sheriff, Matt, and Steve. 

The troopers waited until the tarantula was onlya 
hundred yards away. Then they opened fire. The 
tarantula didn’t seem to feel the sting of the bullets. 

Ina panic, the troopers ran for their car. It was too 
late. The tarantula scooped up both men in its huge 

jaws. 
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THE FINAL BATTLE 


The sheriff used the radio to call ahead. He 
ordered everyone to leave Desert Rock. Then he 


“Do you think dynamite could 


turned to Lt. Nolan. 
stop it?” he asked. 


dio. “Geta 


truck and load up all the dynamite you can find. 


Nolan liked the idea. He got on the ra 
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Take it out to the north side of town. We 


waiting for you. 
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“Tell them to send some fighter planes 


” 


” 


‘Matt wasn’t sure the dynamite would work. 


“Radio a message to Sands Air Force Base, 


suggested. 


That jel- 


down here. Load the planes with napalm. 


” 


lied gasoline will burn anything. 
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Steve listened as Nolan radioed the air base. 
hoped the flyers there would believe their story. 


sounded so crazy! 
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The car skidded to a stop just outside of Desert 
Rock. The dynamite truck was already there. A 


work crew unloaded the wooden cases. Before they 
finished, the tarantula topped the last hill beyond the 


town. Some of the men started to run. 
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“ll shoot the first man that runs!’’ Nolan 


shouted. ‘Finish stacking that dynamite!” 


The tarantula is very close when the men finish pilin 


dynamite, on the highway. 
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Nolan pushes down the plunger to set off the dynamite. 
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A miner hooked up a wire to the dynamite. Matt 
sent Steve off with the other men. He stayed behind 
to help Nolan set off the explosives. 

The tarantula moved down the highway toward 
them. Matt finished taping the wire to the plunger. 
They waited until the tarantula reached the dyna- 
mite. Then Nolan pushed down the plunger. 

The dynamite exploded with a mighty roar. 
Chunks of highway flew in all directions. A cloud of 
smoke and dust hid the tarantula. 

Matt’s ears were ringing. “Nothing could live 
through that explosion,” he thought. Then his eyes 
widened in horror. The tarantula was still alive. And 
it was heading toward them! 

The men jumped into a truck. Nolan spun the 
truck around and roared back into town. They met 
the others in the center of Desert Rock. 

‘“‘Now what do we do?” Steve asked. 

“I don’t know,” Matt said with a shrug. “‘Profes- 
sor Deemer fooled around with Mother Nature. 
Now we’re paying the price for his mistakes.” 

“This is the biggest story of my life!’’ Joe Burch 
exclaimed. “‘And I won't live to write it.” 

The tarantula crushed some houses a block away. 
Everyone ran for their cars. Matt held Steve’s hand 
as they ran. 

Then he stopped. ‘Do you hear that?” he asked. 

The welcome roar of jet engines filled the sky. Two 
Air Force jet fighters zoomed over the town. The 
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planes circled back after they spotted the tarantula. 

The fighters came in with rockets firing. The 
rockets exploded around the giant tarantula. The 
creature stopped, as if puzzled. But the rockets 
didn’t stop it for long. The tarantula sensed food 
nearby. It headed for Matt, Steve, and the others. 

Once more the jets streaked down. This time they 
dropped napalm bombs. The liquid fire stuck to the 
spider. The flames licked hungrily at the giant body. 
The tarantula began to shrink. Matt thought it 
looked like a leaky balloon. 

“It’s the end of a nightmare,” Steve said. 

“Yes — and no,” Matt told her. ““Someone else 
may pick up where Professor Deemer left off. After 
all, the world really needs more food. Maybe the 
next experiment will work. On the other hand, it 
might cause another disaster like this one.” « 

Matt put his arm around Steve and led her away. 
Behind them, thick black smoke marked the tarantu- 
la’s funeral fire. 
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TARANTULA 


Dr. Matt Hastings blames the strange 
deaths of some men and herds of cat- 
tle on a giant tarantula. The doctor, 
who made the creature, dies by acci- 
dent while explaining the tarantula 
to his helper, Stephanie. The air force 


defeats the creature with bombs and 
the world is safe again. 
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